Good Fences's Scripted
Truths: Cultivating Dialogue in Post-Real Times by Kelsey Jacobson "Everything is true. Some things are scripted, and some things are not," says Artistic Director Ellen Close in response to an audience member's question asking how much of the show Good Fences is real. This type of question, and those similar to it, inquiring about what was true, how much was real, or how the actors really felt was invariably a part of each talkback of the performances I attended on the show's 2015 community tour across Southern Alberta. Produced by the Downstage Theatre company, Good Fences follows the story of Devon, an executive at an oil and gas company whose family has recently purchased land in a ranching community outside of Calgary. Another oil and gas company decides to build a sour gas pipeline through Devon's new property, and he begins to meet and organize an opposition with the local ranchers, including his neighbour, Caroline, a woman whose family has had a ranch in the area for generations. This fictional narrative is punctuated by moments in which the actors directly address the audience as themselves, revealing the creative process and sharing stories about their experiences making the show.
Good Fences was created by the Downstage ensemble of Ellen Close, Ethan Cole, Col Cseke, Anton de Groot, Nicola Elson, Braden Griffiths, and Simon Mallett, and was based on interviews with ranchers, oil workers, and other Albertans. Though the show uses interviews with real-world individuals, the creators do not classify it as verbatim or documentary theatre. Further, though the cast members play themselves at various moments in which they describe their experience of creating the show, they also do not perceive the play to be autobiographical. Instead, as Close explained, "There's nothing verbatim in the show, and it's not documentary theatre, and actually everything is quite carefully fictionalized from-taken a step or two from real people that we met" (Close et al.) .
By avoiding classification, Good Fences manages to engage with multiple 'reals' rather than only one; it may feature elements of each of the aforementioned modes of theatre of the real. The show's 2015 community tour also made use of a careful curation of multi-use space through performances in town halls, community centres, and post-secondary schools. A multiplicity of times is also presented, in both the fictional narrative and the metatheatrical moments of direct address. Taken together, the multitude of forms of theatre of the real, the multi-use space, and the multiplicity of times result in the presentation of a multiplicity of truths. It is important here to make a distinction between the real and truth: I consider realness to be a quality of method and aesthetics, whereas I use 'truth' to refer to a quality of accuracy or fairness in the representation of an issue. Rather than attempting to be factually true in the sense of a singular dominant objective perspective, the presentation of a multiplicity of truths contributes to a persistent unresolved, fragmentary, unstable, and entirely subjective presentation. This indeterminacy is, I will argue, ideal for a company whose mandate, according to their website, is to "create meaningful conversation," as they tackle a highly contentious, often hotly debated issue in Alberta's provincial politics.
The bituminous sands near Mildred Lake, Alberta. These kinds of images are turned into memes for use on both sides of the debate: to showcase the negative effects of the oil industry, or to be used in comparison with other, more environmentally degrading industries like copper mining. 
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In an economy so dominated by one industry, aspects of day-to-day life in Alberta, including the arts, are bound up with the rise and fall of oil prices. The show premiered at a festival titled the "Enbridge playRites Festival of New Canadian Plays" in 2012, Enbridge being a major owner and operator of several oil and gas pipelines in the province. Close also cites two incidents as the impetus to create Good Fences: a 1998 murder in which oil executive Patrick Kent was shot and killed by rancher Eifon Wyn Roberts, and the well-known story of Reverend Wiebo Ludwig, a rural Albertan who battled the oil and gas industry for decades. Of course, it must be noted that dramatizing such provocative issues poses the real risk of creating increasingly entrenched and discordant opinions. Nowhere is this truer than in Alberta, where local audience members frequently wrestle with these issues, sometimes on a daily basis. A show based on a series of real and divisive events could easily produce that same divisiveness among audience members.
Good Fences deliberately avoids aligning with either the oil and gas industry or the ranching industry. Instead, as former Artistic Director Mallett articulated in an interview, "I think the idea was that [the presence of two competing interests] was perhaps as dramatic, the relationship as a whole, and we sort of identified the lack of positive communication as one of the sort of barriers to mutually beneficial relationships in that way" (Close et al.) . The focus, then, is not on taking one position or another, but on considering the larger situation and the possibility of a more nuanced opinion about the relationship between the ranching and oil and gas industries. For instance, in the show, one of the central characters, Devon, is a firm supporter of the oil and gas industry as the play opens. His perspective shifts after meeting his neighbours and learning about rival company Enercal's plans for a sour gas pipeline. Even his stalwart ranching neighbour, Caroline Stewart, has a complex position on oil and gas. In theory, she is opposed, but her younger brother works on a nearby drill, and this complicates the way she views the industry. Garret and Pat Shaw, two other ranchers, display two other shifting attitudes toward the oil and gas industry: They desperately need the money the construction of the sour gas pipeline would bring them, but they are suspicious of the dangers of sour gas. This is not to say that audience members will not feel suspicious about the apparent neutrality of the show. I myself questioned whether it was possible for the Downstage ensemble members to have not formed opinions on the issues after having done so much research. Indeed, instead of maintaining a kind of presumed objectivity, later on in the show the performers reveal their own biases or changing opinions for or against the oil or ranching industries in what seem like slips in the script. In the script, one actor, Braden Griffiths, for instance, comments, "I think we kind of felt like their troupe," referring to feeling as though they were on the same side as the ranchers, before fellow performer Col Cseke steps in and corrects him: "Well, you felt that … You said 'we', you meant to say 'I'," before going on to explain that he did not feel that way (Good Fences) . This revelation of personal biases admits differences of perspective. 
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While the generosity of the show's openness to various opinions can be seen in its attempts to offer a balanced storyline, one that moves between opinions supporting ranching and those supporting oil and gas interests, the use of the multi-use spaces provides an additional model for openness. Key to Good Fences's presentation is that its 2015 community tour was specifically designed for 'real' spaces rather than theatres: community halls, churches, and gyms for which housing theatrical performance was only one of several possible uses. Each performance of the show began with an actor stating something along the lines of "I guess we should get started," or an outright statement declaring, "This is the beginning of our play." At one performance, then Artistic Director Simon Mallett had the job of controlling the house lights, which meant awkwardly walking in front of the audience to flick a switch on the other side of the room to signal the start of the show (Good Fences). This opening was essentially facilitated, or perhaps demanded, by the constraints of the spaces themselves. If the light switch for the room happened to be on the other side of the stage, there was no real alternative to Mallett's awkward stage cross. Indeed, the mundane challenges of operating in community-based spaces such as the Parkdale Community Association building or the main hall of the Calgary Unitarian Church were highlighted rather than hidden: The fact that an outlet for the stage lights had to be shared with a microwave in another room demanded acknowledgement every time the lights flickered.
This production style arguably encourages the audience's positive reception of interjections or material contradicting not only the theatrical frame, but also to the content itself. For instance, the apparent informality of the beginning of the show invites the audience to engage in the topic in a similarly informal way. This is crucial given the play's potentially inflammatory and complex topic. Indeed, the audience is essentially primed for tolerance by virtue of the opening: They must make concessions for the space not being designed for this production. Further, the constant challenging of the dominant storyline-it is interrupted by the actors themselves interjecting to talk about the creation process, by the space itself malfunctioning, and the like-moves toward diminishing polarized views and opening up discussion by discouraging any singular dominant voice. The audience is implicitly required to go with the flow as the lights are disrupted by someone microwaving in the other room in the community centre, or as people wander into the church without realizing a play is occurring. Because the performance is taking place in a real-world space, there Post-it notes from audience members.
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is increased potential for disruption, and audience members are asked to adapt and accommodate. This encourages the audiences to approach the content of what is discussed in the show with the same degree of flexibility they allow for the theatrical frame it is contained within, allowing for an intrusion of contradictory, surprising, or complicating material that may either challenge or reinforce their previously held beliefs about the oil and gas industry. As one audience member articulated, "Each time I am coming in I came into it [with] a sort of bias thinking sort of pro-rancher, anti-gas and each time I see it I see that it is a balance. That there's not a single perspective. And try as I might, I still don't see that. So, I actually find that valuable that it's, that it's both sides" (Audience Member 1).
In addition to the multi-use space, time is also presented and perceived with a similar sense of multiplicity. The ability of the production to stage multiple times, and to constantly shift and respond to 'the times,' produces a kind of uncertainty that invites a validation of the subjective and underscores the necessary multiplicity of reality itself. There is, in the production, a constant switching between timelines as the show moves from the fictionalized narrative following Caroline the rancher and Devon the oil executive to moments when the cast discuss their process of creating the show. There is also a constant rewriting of the script as it moves forward in time: At one point in the 2015 production, actor Col Cseke played himself in one of the many moments of direct address and decided that he and his co-actor and real-life wife Ellen would invite one of their rancher interviewees to their baby shower happening later that year. He appeared to make a decision in the present moment, based on a past interaction with the rancher while doing research for the play, that would affect the future event of their baby shower: "I haven't told you this yet-or you," Cseke says, both speaking to Close and, in a moment of real coincidence, also referring to Close's parents, who happened to be in the audience the night of the performance. Close asks, "Are you asking me right now?" then reprimands, "We'll talk-we'll talk about it later" (Good Fences). In the original production in 2012, this was a staged argument over inviting the interviewee to their wedding, back before they were married. The impact of time passing is literally written into the show as it adapts and adjusts to stay reflective of the real lives of the performers while still operating within the confines of the fictitious script and its own timeline and sequence of performance. Good Fences is thus active in its use of time, taking advantage of real time and fictional time to create moments of suspension in which choice and turning points are presented but ultimately unresolved, or, in Ellen's words, "we'll talk about this later."
To further consider the effects of this felt uncertainty in temporal presentation, Jenn Stephenson points to uncertainty as a politically generative aspect of postdramatic theatre of the real (215), borrowing the phrase 'productive insecurity' from Ulrike Garde and Meg Mumford. Certainly, in a play that deals with a divisive subject matter that, in the political arena, calls upon vastly different agendas, the lack of resolution in Good Fences may be a welcome destabilization. When, as in the case of Cseke and Close considering invitations to their baby shower, the distance between character and actor becomes precipitously small, it is difficult to determine the realness of their interaction. It is true that Close is pregnant as her body evidences visibly. It is true that Close and Cseke are married. It is also true that they are having a baby shower. Is it true that they might invite some of their interviewees? As an audience member, I may or may not be aware of the truth of these truths, as it were. They are all, in fact, up for debate and open to interpretation. Perhaps Close's pregnancy is a fake costume piece, after all. While this level of insecurity may be concerning in a society increasingly concerned with protecting facts, in an area of highly politicized spin like the oil and gas industry in Alberta, an encouragement to consider one's subjective perspective may in fact be welcome.
Consider, for instance, the politicization of the terms 'oil sands' and 'tar sands.' While the latter is associated with the environmentalist cause and implies a kind of dirty pollution, and the former, associated with the industry itself, implies a kind of specific utility, neither is actually factually correct as the sands are actually 'bituminous sands.' Online, images, memes, and gifs abound that further propagate inaccuracies on both sides of the debate. A popular meme depicts what it says is a lithium mine, which appears (comparatively) much worse than the Albertan bituminous sands. The image is, however, actually of a Chilean copper mine, or so another Google search suggests, itself its own kind of uncertain truth. In the face of a preponderance of already unreliable information and an overall lack of facticity in the pervasive social media world, it perhaps becomes clearer why the multiple truths invited by Downstage are actually beneficial; at the very least they invite the possibility of conversation, dialogue, and debate.
The actors themselves continually disagree throughout the performance. At one point during the show, in an extended dialogue about the timing of community meetings about land stewardship, performer Braden Griffiths begins by explaining that Downstage found notice of the community meetings online. Close steps in to correct him, suggesting that actually they learned about them from one of their first contacts. Then, Griffiths describes that "about a week later" they attended-"it was the next day," corrects Close again. While the differentiated timelines seem to serve to underscore the personal perspective and the necessity of interrogating one's own subjective experience, there remains also the question of whether two contradictory times can be compatible. To consider more closely these contradictory temporal periods, it is clear that they reinforce the subjective, but not in a way that diminishes the subjective as inferior to a factual objective. Instead, several subjective times can coexist as evidentiary of affective time and affective truth; Griffiths's perception that the meetings were later points to a particular relationship with the events, while Close's next-day comment suggests a different, though equally valid sense of time and relationship to the events. The combined presentation of both times, at the same theatrical time, thus eradicates any potential singularity of truth. Both timelines are a kind of felt truth that is at once both relational and adequate. This provocation-that truth can be relative and felt-prompts the post-show discussion among the audience, who take up such a potentially problematic suggestion. It is thus through both a space that invites multiplicity and the presentation of multiple times that, in turn, multiple truths are invited by the performance, resulting in a kind of persistent uncertainty. This uncertainty, though destabilizing, encourages an openness rather than immediate resistance, such that "[p]roductive insecurity arising out of the essential undecidability of realitybased performance thus has the potential to generate a more hesitant, thoughtful, open, and inquisitive attitude in the audience" (Stephenson 228) . David Rabey similarly writes:
Theatre's manifestations of temporal inconsistency demonstrate a plurality of claims on human consciousness, and human dealings. These effects mitigate any sense of a single, exclusive, ideological authority or perspective, often establishing one frame of reference in order to qualify or interrogate it by the introduction of another (which makes it a powerful medium for ethical enquiry, investigation and speculation). (21) This is a valuable technique for a theatre company whose mandate is to produce that theatre that "creates conversation." An audience member I interviewed summed it up best: Audience Member: What was the end of your last question?
Kelsey:
The question was about the sense of value in the show.
What did you find of value?
Audience Member: I think it just promoted a good discussion. That's the value. That I think they did a decent job of showing both sides. (Audience Member 2)
A particular kind of conversation that invites not the establishment of truth, but a discussion, debate, and dialogue about what several possible truths may exist, thus achieves Downstage's goal of continued conversation.
